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HOUSEKEEPERS! CHAT Tuesday, May 3, 1938 
(FOR BROADCAST USE ONLY) 


Subject: "QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS." Information from the Bureau of Biological 
Survey, United States Department of Agriculture. Publications offered: 
"Facts about Snakes!" BS-103 and "Poisonous Snakes of the United States" BS-70. 
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In the week's mailbag are several inquiries about snakes. and once 
again your Aunt Sammy can't help remarking that Americans can be very super 
‘stitious about some matters--especially about snakes. People who otherwise 
are sound and sensible in their ideas can hold the most impossible beliefs 
about snakes. 


Now, for example, here's a letter from a lady who thinks there are 
plants that keep snakes out of the garden. She writes: "I have always wanted 
a garden of my own, but I am so afraid of snakes that I wouldn't dare get close 
enough to the ground to plant seeds or pull up-weeds. The other day I heard 
_ that certain plants drive away snakes--that the leaves give off odors that 
" snakes don't like. Please send me a list of snake~repelling plants." 


I am sorry to disappoint this would-be gardener, but the scientists of 
the Biological Survey who have made studies of snakes tell me that they know 
Of no such plants. Certainly as far as anyone knows there are no plants in 
North America that have the power to drive away snakes. The idea is a super-— 
stition handed down from the Negroes or Indians. In the South, colored people 
for generations have planted certain vines around their houses to keep snakes 
away. These vines are the snake calabash and the snake gourd. But the 
biologists say that snakes ar just as likely to be around these vines as 
anywhere else. The mountain—ash tree and the horseshoe geranium are also 
said to be unpleasant to snakes. But the biologists consider this pure super- 
stition. They say that neither plants nor other things like red pepper, slacked 
lime, or powdered sulphur, said to repel snakes, have any apparent effect on 
them. 


Perhaps you have heard that cowboys always lay a horse-hair rope around 
a tent or camp bed to keep snakes away. They explain that snakes think the 
rope is another snake, or that the hair scratches the snake when it tries to 
crawl over. The explanations may sound all right but they don't hold good on 
atest. The biologists have tried out live rattlesnakes and also harmless 
snakes of various kinds. They report that all the snakes crawled over hair 
rope without the least hesitation. 
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The biologists say that if you learn the facts about snakes, you can 

| forget your superstitious fears, and appreciate the good they do. Most snakes 
| are néither obnoxious or poisonous. Many are largely beneficial and deserve 

_ protection because they eat harmful insects and mice. Anyone interested in 

| gardening certainly should have a kind feeling for the snakes that destory 

i garden insects. 


One of the most common snakes in many parts of this country is the garter 
or ribbon snake. This snake eats grasshoppers when they are plentiful and also 
insects, spiders, an occasional mouse, salamanders, small frogs, and earthworms. 
Slugs are the chief food of the little red—bellied snake, and slugs, you lmnow, 
are very destructive togarden crops. The smooth-scaled green snake and the 
rouzgh.—scaled green snake both have a diet largely of insects, but about a 
quarter of it is made up of snails and spiders. 


To be sure, some snakes, like the blacksnake and the coach-whip, destroy 
a certain number of ground—nesting birds, particularly young quail and eggs 
| in the nest and have been known to eat young cnickens and pheasants. And the 
| spreading adder in the Hastern States destroys toads which are great insect 
eaters. But on the whole, the biologists say that few native animals are 
less understood, more persecuted, or more misrepresented than snakes. 


Here is another snake question. A listener wants to know how to protect 
himself against poisonous snakes on a summer camping trip. 


The biologists advise not pitching tents in swampy areas or near rocky 
ledges, because snakes are likely to frequent such places. Clean camp sites are 
best. Then, when you are out in the wilds, always look where you step and 
where you put your hands. During the day hang up all bedding and clothing since 
snakes often take refuge under camp bedding, boxes and clothing. 


Hunters in southern States have found that leather leggings give 
protection against bites of poisonous snakes. <A boot that has a shank with 
several layers of fabric is an extra protection. 


Third snake question: "Please tell me how I can keep smxes out of my 
cellar.! 


Answer: When snakes get into a building with screerled doors and windows, 
they must come in through crevices in the walls, foundation or floor. So the 
thing to do is to examine the floor, weather-boarding, sills, and foundations 
as well as the fireplace and chimmey to discover every crack or opening and 
plug it up. A layer of cement over basement walls and corners will seal up the 
basement against snakes. All cellar windows need séreening. Keep rubbish or 


Other debris out from under porches since this often provides a hiding place 
for snakes. 


Last question: "Where can I get information about the poisonous snakes 
of this country?! 


Answer: I am sending you a leaflet called "Poisonous Snakes of the United 
States", Anyone else who wants a copy is welcome to one. Write to the Radio 
fervice, U. S. Department of Agriculture, Washington, D. C., for "Poisonous 
Snakes of the United States.!! 
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